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Hickory Chair Competes with Furniture Imports, Thanks to Lean Manufacturing Offered
by IES
 
Client Profile:
Hickory Chair manufactures high-end furniture, both case goods and upholstery, and is internationally
known for its 18-century reproductions.  The company, located in Hickory, North Carolina, has 450
employees.
 
Situation:
The furniture industry has been leaving North Carolina recently for foreign lands, particularly in Asia,
where labor costs are often a tenth of what they are in this country. Hickory Chair president and CEO
Jay Reardon saw the trend developing five years ago and sought a solution.  A class on lean
manufacturing offered by the Industrial Extension Service (IES) at North Carolina State University, a
NIST MEP network affiliate, provided the answer.
 
Solution:
IES led dozens of lean events within the facility and continues to do so.  Reardon realized the only way
Hickory Chair could compete with cheaper imports is with time and quality.  "Like sand through the
hour glass, time was running out on us," he said. Lean manufacturing had to become more than a
concept; it had to become part of the culture of Hickory Chair.  Reardon continues to call upon IES
whenever new employees need to be taught the lean philosophy or he needs some assistance.  In
December Hickory Chair consolidated operations into its Hickory plant and closed the plant in Conover
without losing frontline jobs. It was done by creating efficiencies.
 
Results:
* Reduced waste.
* Reduced delivery time from 21 days to 14 days.
* Empowered employees to find solutions to problems.
* Consolidated operations into one plant.
* Created efficiencies in operating procedures.
 
Testimonial:
"Instead of top-down management, we allow skilled employees to do what they know to reduce waste
and bring value to the company.  By using employee-generated ideas, we have substantially reduced
delivery time and that most wasteful bane of the furniture industry inventory."
Jay Reardon, President and CEO
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